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EDITORIALS

PRACTICING MEDICINE BY MAIL

A situation which can be honestly defined only by
calling it the practice of medicine by mail is becom-
ing serious. Strong competition between magazines
with large circulations, particularly those widely
read by women and children, and who use their
mail order medical departments to get subscribers,
is changing what was formerly helpful health advice
into the practice of medicine. ,

Some of these magazines not only advertise their
medical departments conducted by mail, but through
obvious sources secure the names of new mothers
whom they bombard with circulars and other ap-
peals to join their medical organization which they
operate under one name or another. They do not
stop at this, but go back to reports of marriage
licenses and begin on the new bride and provide “all
the health advice she needs.” After the baby is born,
she not only gets stereotyped medical service for her-
self, but for the baby as well. -

Carefully and wisely prepared informative litera-
ture about health and disease given wide publicity
is helpful and should be encouraged. Even wisely
directed correspondence is deserving of commenda-
tion. But the highly commercialized and dangerous
practice of medicine by mail as now being conducted
by several extensively read publications ought to be
condemned.

Several physicians who limit their work to the
care of children have reported to us pathetic in-
stances of the result of this sort of propaganda.
Some mothers worry themselves sick trying to de-
cide what to do as between the divergent advice and
instructions of the family physician and that fur-
nished from one to three or more magazines en-
gaged in the practice of medicine by mail. One
mother recently showed her physician three entirely
different sets of instructions as to what to do for her
three months’ old baby with indigestion and vomit-
ing. These instructions were from the “baby ex-
perts” of three different magazines, and were sent
from an eastern city. . -

The pediatrician’s greatest problem formerly was
to neutralize the superstitions of “grandmothers.”
He thought this a hard problem, but it was nothing
to that of the modern pediatrician in overcoming the
fifty-seven varieties of unwise advice the present-day
mother receives. The chief sources are from pater-
nal government, national, state and local, from
women’s and children’s magazines and other com-
mercial enterprises, and by more personal contact
with many varieties of technicians who often go be-
vond their legitimate field. These are some of the
reasons for “forgotten” or delayed birth reports.

Many physicians, either of their own volition or
by specific request of a mother, are not enthusiastic
in providing “prospect lists” for the dozens of com-
mercial influences that hover over the newspapers
and government offices to secure promptly addresses
of newly married couples and of births.
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THE EFFECT OF MATERNAL SYPHILIS ON
THE DEATH OF THE CHILD

Working under arrangements provided by the
British- Medical Research Council, Doctor Cruick-
shank has carried out a series of carefully conducted
observations in Glasgow to determine the influence
of maternal syphilis on child mortality.

From 9 to 10 per cent of unselected mothers from
a general hospital service gave positive Wasser-
mann reactions. These figures correspond to simi-
lar ones from other centers. They are, of course,
somewhat higher than they would be among the
population in general. In 94 per cent of the Cruick-
shank series, the Wassermann reaction in the child
at birth corresponded with that of the mother.

One striking result of the study was that the
percentage of abortions due to death of the fetus
was apparently no greater among syphilitic mothers
than others. Stillbirths, however, were 18 plus
per cent among syphilitic mothers as against 15 plus
per cent among others. The incidence of premature
births was 32 plus per cent among syphilitic mothers
as against 19 plus per cent of others. Among those
children who could be followed up, it was found
that the infant mortality was considerably higher
among the infants of syphilitic mothers.

This group of infants and young children help
to swell the lists of those diagnosed as “malnutri-
tion” and “anemia” by inadequate methods.

The most interesting feature of Cruickshank’s
work is that, by the most painstaking. studies, he
confirms the conclusions arrived at by others.

DOCTOR, HEAL THYSELF

Doctor, is your health good? How do you know
it is? Do you practice what you preach by having
your own periodic medical examinations?

The chances are that you don’t. The chances are
nine out of ten that a careful examination by one of
your colleagues would uncover one or several condi-
tions that you ought to have remedied and which
if left alone may cause serious harm. You know this
to be a fact. Then why do you procrastinate? Isn’t
the answer precisely that which is applicable to other
citizens? It is, and this explains why it is not more
health education most of the world needs, but more
gumption. The knowing and the doing about health
or any other question are two different things. The
doing is the one generally neglected.

A person of moderate intelligence who makes a
practice of doing has a far greater chance of living
longer, happier, and more usefully than has the.best-
informed physician who knows, but does not. Think
it over, doctor, and either be a doer about your
own health or don’t complain about your pa-
tients who know because you told them so, but
who fail to do for precisely the same reasons
that are applicable to yourself.

The Pennsylvania Medical Association is trying to
persuade its members to have medical service of the
kind its members are advising their patients to have.
It is providing the service.

They have arranged to offer examination service
to members as one of the features of their annual
meetings, notes the editor of the Atlantic Medical
Journal. “Twenty of the leading physicians of the



January, 1925

CALIFORNIA AND WESTERN MEDICINE g 67

TANT RESOLUTION AT THE 1924 SESSION:

FAVORABLE CONSIDERATION, AND

PHYSICIANS.”

State and County Medical Societies, Attention
THE HOUSE OF DELEGATES OF THE AMERICAN MEDICAL ASSOCIATION PASSED'THE FOLLOWING VERY IMPOR-

“WHEREAS, PERIODIC MEDICAL EXAMINATIONS OF ALL THE PEOPLE FROM BIRTH TO DEATH ARE OF GREAT IM-
PORTANCE IN THE PROMOTION OF HEALTH; THEREFORE, BE IT

“RESOLVED, THAT STATE AND COUNTY MEDICAL SOCIETIES BE URGED TO ENDORSE AS A PART OF THE HEALTH
PROGRAM OF ORGANIZED MEDICINE THE MAKING OF THESE EXAMINATIONS:

“THAT THE MEMBERS OF THE RESPECTIVE SOCIETIES BE REQUESTED TO MAKE SUCH EXAMINATIONS IN THE
HOMES OR IN THEIR OFFICES, FREE TO ANY PERSONS, WHO, BY REASON OF ECONOMIC CONDITIONS, REQUIRE SUCH

‘““THAT IN THE PERFORMANCE OF THE WORK THE SAME SYMPATHETIC, CONFIDENTIAL RELATION BE MAIN-
TAINED BETWEEN PHYSICIAN AND PATIENT OR FAMILY AS HAS EVER CHARACTERIZED THE EFFORTS OF TRUE

state have consented to make these examinations.
Each will be made in the office of one of the doctors
in Reading. The result of the examination will be
entirely confidential. The doctor volunteering must
think he is well. He will send his name in to the
secretary as a volunteer. He will receive a history
blank, which he will fill in, putting thereto an ex-
amination of his urine, bearing on protein, specific
gravity, sugar, roughly total 24-hour quantity. He
will receive an appointment from the doctor to
whom he is assigned, with a given date and hour,
preferably on the first day of the meeting, the street
and office number being set forth.

“This examination will be made at a given date
and hour, and thereafter the examiner and the one
examined will have a brief consultation as to how
the examination could be bettered, as to how the his-
tory blank could be improved, as to how best this
whole subject can be put to the profession in such
wise that it will be generally adopted. The one ex-
amined will have excluded, insofar as this can be
done, a hidden menace to his health. He will have
demonstrated a method of examination which he is
free to criticize. He will get home better prepared
to carry out the general policy.”

The only difficulty about the service is that of
persuading the doctors to avail themselves of the
opportunity.

Is it more “education” or more “gumption” that
is needed ? -

MORE MAIL-ORDER DOCTORS

A non-medical concern, with headquarters in Chi-
cago, is circularizing citizens and inviting paid mem-
bership in their longer living, stay well, periodic
health examination, medicine by mail, plan. Their
advertising matter forms a basis of inquiries from
readers of Better Health Service and from both doc-
tors and their patients. A San Francisco business
man recently received a batch of this propaganda
and turned it over to his physician (Harry Alder-
son), who in turn forwarded it to CALIFORNIA AND
‘WESTERN MEDICINE for comment. The organiza-
tion in question claims to be the original one in the
personal practice—for a fee—of preventive medi-
cine and life extension by periodic health exami-
nations.

There is a “medical director,” and emphasis is

placed upon the fact that he is a member of the
Illinois Medical Association and the American
Medical Association. He is presumably, therefore,
an educated physician licensed to practice in Illinois.
The advertising literature is not overly specific as
to just what are the duties and responsibilities of the
“medical director” in supervision of the laboratory
work and in making the “copyrighted explanatory
key and helpful suggestion” so “confidentially” sup-
plied to the patients. :

The propaganda is specific when it says: “Qur
medical director gives on each report personal re-
marks upon your physical condition, and while we
do not treat nor diagnose, we are always willing
and ready to help our subscribers by writing a per-
sonal letter, advising them of the significance of the
findings.”

Again, in discussing the great value of the Cali-
fornia patients’ records in the central office in Chi-
cago, the propaganda says that “reference to them
so often enables our medical director, in his com-
parisons, to note approaching trouble in time for it
to be corrected by the simple means suggested in our
reports.”

This health-by-mail service, consisting essentially
in a quarterly urine examination of old specimens
sent by mail to Chicago, claims that only 5 per
cent of 5000 patients had normal urine and that
2223 “‘subscribers” (patients) were “made normal”
(cured) “through attention to our helpful sugges-
tions.” The patients of this medicine-by-mail or-
ganization are said to reside in all parts of the
United States and Canada. The claim is also made
that physicians endorse their SERVICE ‘“when they
understand there is no treatment connected with the
bureau.” Immediately following this sentence is a
statement of a physician to the effect that ‘health
insurance is coming and . . . the medical profession
might just as well make up their minds to swal-
low it.”

After all, “
a cat.”

there is more than one way to skin

CHECKING UP ON DIAGNOSES

It is good for all of us to occasionally have a
check-up on the reliability and accuracy of our diag-
noses. This is best done by comparing clinical diag-



